THE GROWTH OF THE POPULATION OF EUROPE      357

numbers do not increase as they might, and this is because the
food supply is limited. But he left the matter there; he did not
inquire into the mechanism whereby numbers are held in check.

The next step was to push a little farther the observations
made by Botero. If the reproductive power is likened to a
spring held back by the limited amount of food available at the
time, we reach a conception that may be called the 'iron law of
population'. This conception was in the minds of many authors
in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It may be
traced in Fenelon, It was most fully expressed by Mirabeau.
'La mesure de la subsistance', he says, cest celle de la popula-
tion/1 By this he means that there are always as many men as
the food supply will support. {Ils multiplient comme les rats
dans une grange, s'ils ont les moyens de subsister.'2 He was
greatly impressed by the power of reproduction; losses are soon
made up. But he also stressed the effect of population upon the
food supply; he seems to believe in an almost indefinite increase
in food as the result of the labour of an increased number of
men. 'Augmentation de subsistances, accroissement de popula-
tion; nous aliens voir comment accroissement de population
doit faire accroissement de subsistances.'3 He held the belief that
was characteristic of the physiocrats in the productivity of the
land.

For Mirabeau the iron law had no terrors; for Malthus it was
a nightmare. But before discussing Malthus it is interesting to
notice that certain writers made observations which subsequent
reflection has shown to have contained the germs of important
truths that were for various reasons never given their due
weight by Malthus. At the end of an interesting discussion of
population Cantillon (born between 1680 and 1690, died 1734)
writes as follows: eit is also a question outside of my subject
whether it is better to have a great multitude of inhabitants,
poor and badly provided, than a smaller number, much more
at their ease: a million who consume the produce of six acres
per head or four millions who live on the produce of an acre and

1 Qiaoted by Garnier, op* cit.s p. 161.                                              * Ibid.

3 Ibid,, p. 16s*